to the incorporation of 'leisure learning' in the alliance between local authorities and the voluntary sector that was formalised in the 1944 Education Act. This paper starts by summarising briefly the origins of the Selborne Society in relation to those of its younger competitor, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and it compares their distinctive approaches to education. It then describes (and tries to account for) the Society's conversion into a Lecture Bureau, its use as an 'educational' vehicle for the Empire Marketing Board, and its subsequent decline in the post-War period. It concludes by assessing the Bureau's contemporary significance as an educational provider and its relevance to the history of British adult education. The paper is based on archive and other material of the period, in particular the Selborne Society's Council minutes, reports, pamphlets and correspondence which are mainly to be found (together with the Bureau's Lecture Lists for the period) in the archives of the Linnean Society in London.
Early days (1885 -1914)
The Selborne Society arose from the merger in 1886 of two bodies established independently the previous year, the (Anti) Plumage League, a loose assemblage of women pledged to protect birds through ending the trade in feathers as adornments for women's dress, and the Selborne League, formed to celebrate the memory of Gilbert White by campaigning for the 'preservation of birds, plants and pleasant places'. 6 The Selborne Society grew to become a national organisation (with some fifteen branches by the turn of the century spread from Brighton to Blackburn, in addition to its 'Central' branch) supported by a host of prominent intellectuals, aristocrats, churchmen and politicians. Two of its activists, (Sir) Robert Hunter and (Canon) Hardwicke Rawnsley, 6 Selborne Society, Selborne Magazine, May 1888.
joined with Octavia Hill in 1895 to form The National Trust as a legal entity to hold the 'pleasant places' that the Selborne Society sought to protect.
In 1889, four years after the formation of the Plumage and Selborne leagues, history repeated itself with the formation of two further local societies, the (Croydon) 'Fur, Fin and Feather Folk' and the (Didsbury, Manchester) Society for the Protection of Birds (SPB). Both societies were remarkably like the original Plumage League. They were for women only, closely focused on bird protection, and campaigned against the plumage trade. In May 1891 they too merged, to form a new body that retained the SPB's name and spread rapidly, soon overtaking the Selborne Society in size. The RSPB received its Royal Charter in 1904.
Today the RSPB and The National Trust are major organisations with considerable influence that extends beyond the UK. The Selborne Society is reduced to just a single branch in Ealing, west London. Prior to the First World War, however, the Selborne Society considered itself the senior body. Its leaders formed part of an 'invisible college' overlapping in membership with other organisations with similar aims and exerting considerable authority. 7 Their attitudes to education, though, were very different. The National Trust at the time saw its role principally as a property-holding entity (and was not then concerned with building membership) and it largely eschewed any significant educational activity (including interpretation, inside as well as outside its properties) until well into the last decades of the 20 th century. By contrast, both the Selborne Society and the SPB saw education as important, but in very different ways. This difference led to disputes between the two organisations and within the Selborne Society itself. The details of this conflict during the early years (1885 -1914) of the (R)SPB and the Selborne Society have been examined elsewhere, 8 however a brief summary is necessary here as the basis for understanding the second phase of the Selborne Society's existence as a lecture bureau.
On its formation in 1886, the Selborne Society embodied several key strands of modern conservation: the protection of species, the preservation of their habitats, and an assertion of the intrinsic as well as instrumental value of nature. When formal rules for the Society were adopted, in 1888, a fourth object was added: education. the SPB's Sixth Report was able to announce that sixty-two lectures had been given, all supported by slides from the Society's collection. During this period, the Society also produced a series of educational leaflets, which were promoted widely. However, for the SPB such lectures and leaflets (along with ornithological research) were seen -and subsequently articulated in the objects of the RSPB's Charter 18 -as a means to an end, not as ends in themselves.
By contrast with the RSPB, the lectures promoted through the Selborne Society tended increasingly from the start to become (together with social activities) the core activity of its constituent branches, and they could be on virtually any subject. The
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The venture was successful and the cinematograph continued to be promoted by the Society (and the idea of the educational film library was subsequently adopted by the EMB). Ten years later (in 1934) The Times reported the Society's concern that new regulations which attempted to set standards for film (16mm) and film safety (non 
Aftermath (1945 and after)
The Second World War dealt a mortal blow to the Lecture Bureau (and proved near terminal for the Society). During it, both the lecture and ramble programme of the Bureau continued, but at a much reduced level from which it failed to recover. By the end of the War, the Selborne Society's decline into obscurity had been such that its existencelet alone its survival -is ignored or dismissed by most historians. In fact it survived but by 1945 effectively only as two small branches, one for Middlesex and the other in the village of Selborne (the birthplace of Gilbert White) itself. the Society had had an interest since 1892 and which it had eventually purchased thirty years later. In 1958, the Society's aims were restated so as to return education to the last (in place of the first) of the Society's objects 40 whilst in addition to practical conservation work on the wood, the Society also restarted an educational programme. Much of this was directed at local schools, resulting into an influx of young people to the Society; whose school work was given a major boost in 1961 when the Carnegie Trust funded an ecological studies programme based on the wood. By this time however, it had already 39 As did the Selborne branch, which focused increasingly over time on protecting and enhancing local amenities and the interests of residents, although celebration of Gilbert White was still retained as a subsidiary aim. It eventually separated from the Ealing branch in 1974 to become an independent 'Selborne Association', become the focus for adult studies, including (from 1958) a programme of London University Extra-Mural Extension lectures. In 1974 the wood was declared a statutory Local Nature Reserve (LNR) 41 and it continues today to be intensively used for fieldbased teaching at all levels, from primary to postgraduate.
In this way the (today, Ealing) Selborne Society occupies a small but stable local educational niche. It is a niche that -in contrast with the period before the First World
War -complements rather than conflicts with the activities of the RSPB (which, with the The National Trust is today a major provider of informal adult education in its own right) and which is certainly very different from the aspirations of the Society's inter-War 'lecture bureau' period.
Conclusion; education, engagement and opportunism
The absence of detailed studies on the growth of lecture bureaux as a phenomenon (and what makes it different from other lecture agencies of the period) was not just its standing and reputation in establishment circles, and, during the few years when it acted as agent for the EMB, the size of its programme, but its claims to an explicitly educational mission and its structure -at least initially, delivering lectures through local branches, in a manner analogous to that of the WEA. In respect of the latter however, its model was that of (Cambridge) 'extension' provision (and the Society used the term 'extension' to describe its activities, although they displayed little of the pioneering ethos of James Stuart) rather than the bottom up (Oxford) tutorial class movement and it was this, in part, that rendered it an appropriate vehicle for the activities of the EMB. any political or direct advertising propaganda' 50 the EMB itself was very clear that its 'educational' work was not undertaken for its own sake but, rather, to promulgate a particular notion of 'commonwealth' and 'citizenship'. Constantine has argued that, as 'imperial propaganda', the EMB's work was conceived as part of an 'antidote to the poisonous doctrine of socialism'. 51 However, much of the EMB's educational output emphasised science, nutrition, health and hygiene, the virtues of outdoor recreation &c and might be considered entirely 'progressive' (although portrayals of industrial and agricultural production and working life, particularly overseas, could be criticised for sanitising exploitation and avoiding any mention of class or other antagonisms). The organisation itself was also a broad church. Members of its committees were chosen to represent a range of non party-political interests. The EMB emphasised 'the need for planning' particularly in comparison with the 'Great Experiment' of the Five Year Plan 'now in progress in Russia… it is clear that the world markets will not continue half organised and half disorganised' 52 and it saw itself as having to explore ground that was still uncharted and work on a scale which no government had experienced except in wartime. Novelty and innovation afforded room for the heterodox, including socialists such as John Grierson.
The Selborne Society's emphasis on knowledge and education in place of active campaigning meant that it was perhaps inevitable that, as Britain's first national conservation organisation (in its early days seen alongside the SPB as a bird protection body, but with much wider aims of conserving all nature) it should revert to its roots in the tradition, symbolised by Gilbert White, of broad amateur enquiry into the natural and cultural landscape. Despite the Society's origins, its educational programme was remarkably lacking in any clear focus. In general it would appear that the Bureau was, 50 Selborne Society. List of Lectures (London: Selborne Society, 1929) 51 Constantine, 196. neglected. Yet at key periods the provision of these agencies (certainly that of the Selborne Society) has both reflected and reinforced a demand for recreational learning that has always existed in parallel with the more 'serious' endeavours of mainstream provision.
The Selborne Society's increasing emphasis, from 1904, on education as an alternative to social action can be seen, in part, as a parallel process, and one antithetical to Tawney's 'radical tradition'. 55 An examination of the Selborne Lecture Bureau and its programme reveals a neglected current of adult education; namely 'recreational' lectures as a consumer product, reinforcing social norms, which contrasts with the conventional narrative of socially engaged adult learning 'from below'.
